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Stigma and suffering: white anti-racist
identities in northern Australia
EMMA KOWAL
Introduction
This article explores how white anti-racist identities are experienced by
those who work in Indigenous health in northern Australia. It focuses on
the experience of suffering, an element of progressive modern identity that
has only recently begun to receive critical attention. Although not usually
discussed openly between colleagues, frustration, betrayal, and suffering
physical discomfort without complaint are common experiences for whites
working in remote Indigenous communities.
To explain this suffering, this article develops the novel concept of white
stigma. I argue that in ‘progressive’ spaces, where there is a concerted attempt
to invert colonial power relations, whiteness and the privilege it represents is
something to be avoided, diminished, and counteracted. When white anti-
racists are interpellated as white, this is generally experienced as a stigma.
Recognizing whiteness as a stigmatized identity that white anti-racists con-
tinuously attempt to rehabilitate and make liveable makes the suffering of
white anti-racists intelligible.
Drawing on ethnographic research with white anti-racists, I show how
suffering works to manage white stigma in two ways. First, the stigma of
privilege puts white anti-racists in perpetual danger of oppressing Indigenous
people, even as they actively try to do the opposite. The experience of suffe-
ring provides temporary relief from this self-imposed stigma. For if we are
suffering, we take solace from the belief that we cannot be simultaneously
causing harm. Second, suffering at the hands of Indigenous people reflects
the need for white anti-racists to be vulnerable to the Other in the pursuit of
love. The stigma of whiteness is lessened where we feel that we are loved by
the Indigenous people with whom we work*if they love us, we cannot be so
bad. Both our suffering and their love serve as evidence of our harmlessness.
This analysis offers a way to understand these prominent and neglected
aspects of white anti-racist experience.
* * *
Patricia: What can I do Emma? I’m only one person. I’m not a missionary,
I’m not a saviour.
Author: What are you then?
Patricia: I’m a workhorse, a donkey, a mule.1
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I had caught Patricia at a vulnerable moment. As we sat in the sunny
courtyard of the health research institute where she worked, she reflected
on her experiences of a community-based health promotion project that
had been her focus for over five years. While she lived in the tropical city
of Darwin, the Northern Territory’s cosmopolitan capital, she regularly
made trips to a remote community of just 1,000 residents on the northern
coast of Australia where the project was based. Stepping off the plane was
like stepping into another world, a world of great physical beauty, where
Indigenous languages are spoken, where traditional hunting, art, songs and
ceremonies are a regular part of life, and where the few non-indigenous people
around are highly visible. It is also a world that suffers much poorer health
than the rest of Australia, as well as high rates of unemployment, poverty,
illiteracy and poor housing.2
Like the vast majority of researchers employed by the research institute,
Patricia is a non-indigenous Australian. She sought out work in Indige-
nous health because she wanted to make a difference to Indigenous lives
so affected by colonization and ongoing discrimination. She believed that
projects that were grounded in the ‘cultural landscape’ of Indigenous com-
munities had the best chance of making a real impact.3 Patricia and her
colleagues at the institute have tried to listen to the concerns expressed by
Indigenous leaders about exploitative research practices.4 Responding to
these concerns, they consider that for research to be successful, it needs to
incorporate the principles of self-determination. Projects should be generated
by the community, and community members should control all aspects of the
project and receive clear benefits from their participation.5
The project Patricia was working on appeared to reflect these principles.
Despite this, it was not going as well as she had hoped. Utilizing culturally-
appropriate community development principles, she was supporting the
development of a clan-based fishing business, an intervention that would
hopefully improve nutrition and physical activity in the community, as well as
economic independence. Although her community collaborators had been
initially enthusiastic about the project, embracing the chance to access the
skills and resources needed to start their own business, there had been little
progression in recent months.
She tells me:
I am totally zapped of energy. You know how it is, when you go out there, you
have a list of ten things you need to get done and if you get two things done you
are lucky and to get that done you have to do doglegs everywhere around the
community . . . . We buy the equipment, we facilitate training in stock storage,
occupational health and safety, first aid, book-keeping, we take them to talk to
small businessmen in town. The boat just circulates around the family and there’s
no local business.6
Frustration and exhaustion are prominent emotions in this account and
in other ‘insider’ conversations among white anti-racists working in Indige-
nous health. Patricia had followed the principles of self-determination and
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community development as well as the wishes expressed by her Indigenous
collaborators and advisers. She strongly advocated with her bosses at the
institute to harness their support for the notion that a small business could
be a health intervention. Now she felt frustrated by the apparent lack of
motivation among her Indigenous collaborators which prevented a demons-
trable ‘project outcome’ (in this case a family business) despite her impec-
cable process and personal commitment.
In this narrative, Patricia plays the role of the suffering workhorse, dog-
gedly soldiering on even when self-determination fails to deliver. Ethno-
graphic fieldwork with white anti-racists in 20045 found that suffering is an
experience shared by many, whether the suffering relates to physical hardship,
professional frustration, or suspicion and betrayal by Indigenous colleagues.
While suffering is widely experienced, white anti-racists are unlikely to
complain directly about it, instead speaking generally about the ‘difficulties’
of working in Indigenous affairs.
This article explores the meaning of this unacknowledged suffering among
white anti-racists working in Indigenous health. This exploration has three
aims. My first aim is to further our understanding of white anti-racists, and,
through this, our understanding of the Indigenous governance in settler-
colonial societies. Due to their liminal positioning between the liberal state
and its margins, white anti-racists embody the contradictions of liberal plura-
lism through confusion, stress and suffering. As I will argue, many aspects
of the governance of Indigenous peoples can only be understood through
the intercultural space where postcolonial subjectivities are formed and
maintained.
Second, this article offers a critique of whiteness studies. It aims to
transcend the tendency within whiteness studies to treat whites claiming to be
anti-racist with automatic suspicion. As I discuss, the norms of whiteness
studies are that whiteness is oppressive and this dominance is stitched into the
fabric of modernity. While this analytic has been a powerful tool for revealing
the often invisible hand of hegemonic whiteness, it is limited in understanding
white people as a cultural group. The study of dominant cultural groups
cannot be based on their dominance alone, just as oppressed groups cannot
be understood solely through the fact of their oppression. Where the segment
of the dominant cultural group in question is defined by its attempt to
counter its very dominance*as ‘anti-racists’ arguably are*then the impulse
to look beyond dominance as cause and effect becomes an imperative.
The third aim of this discussion is to bring questions of fantasy, desire
and pleasure to the fore, drawing on a tradition in anthropology that has
often been marginal.7 Kulick argues that the legacy of Marx, Durkheim and
other founding fathers of social science has been the tendency to see problems
of subjectivity and identity as problems of cognition. These analyses are
unable to account for unconscious desires, much less draw on them for insight
into how identities are formed and maintained. In his analysis of anthro-
pologists’ identification with the powerless (to which I will return below),
Kulick argues that a truly reflexive understanding of the discipline must
incorporate the unconscious: ‘Because they are unacknowledged and hence
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largely unexamined, there is a risk that these unconscious disciplinary struc-
tures may in some senses work to engineer particular silences and sustain
particular relations of power rather than challenge them.’8 Similarly, acknow-
ledging more difficult aspects of white anti-racist experience is necessary to
understanding both white anti-racist identities and the broader project of
racial justice.
The concept of suffering has been drawn on by some scholars to explore
the national identity of settler Australians. Ann Curthoys, for example,
contends that the foundation narratives of settler Australians are those of
convict deportation and the pioneer struggle: expulsion out of the ‘Eden’
of the British motherland and suffering in exile.9 She argues that the trauma
of these narratives ‘obscures empathetic recognition of indigenous perspec-
tives, of the trauma of invasion, institutionalisation, and dispersal. The self-
chosen white victim finds it extremely difficult to recognise what he or she
has done to others.’10 Anthropologist Andrew Lattas has also argued that
narratives of white suffering are employed to glorify imperialism and justify
Indigenous dispossession.11
However, the suffering endured by the white people discussed here occurs
in a very different context. The suffering of anti-racists occurs in times and
places where there is an attempt to invert colonial power relations, what I refer
to as progressive spaces. Examples of such spaces include an Indigenous
studies class, a home that subscribes to an Indigenous newspaper, or a left-
wing online magazine. These spaces are very much the minority, emerging
at times and in places where colonial power relations previously prevailed
or usually do so.12 Notwithstanding their infrequency, the politics of these
spaces where indigeneity is relatively privileged differ markedly from the
dominant, everyday spaces of the white nation.13
Progressive spaces entail particular performances of both whiteness and
indigeneity.14 Elizabeth Povinelli is among those scholars who have explored
the demands made on Indigenous subjects by the benevolent liberal multi-
cultural state, where Indigenous subjects are called upon to perform authen-
tic difference without offending liberal sensibilities.15 Other critics of the
‘politics of recognition’ have similarly discussed the contradictory perfor-
mances required of minority groups who seek recognition.16 However, the
performances expected of white anti-racists in progressive spaces are less well
understood.
To explore the content and purpose of white anti-racist performances,
I draw here on ethnography of white anti-racists at the Darwin Institute of
Indigenous Health, a health research institute that aims to improve the health
of Indigenous people in the north of Australia. The institute was set up
with funding from a private foundation in 1985, but in recent years has
been supported predominately by research grants. Now expanded to over 100
employees, the institute runs health research projects in dozens of remote
Indigenous communities in the tropical north and arid centre of the Northern
Territory, targeting major health problems including diabetes, heart and
kidney disease, infectious diseases, mental illnesses, and drug and alcohol
abuse. The vast majority of employees at the institute are non-indigenous, and
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most would comfortably identify with the label ‘white anti-racist’ and its
common associations with a middle-class background, tertiary education,
and progressive political views.17
White anti-racists who work at the institute live in the regional capital
of Darwin, a tropical city of approximately 100,000 people on Australia’s
northern coast. Many regularly travel to remote Indigenous communities
where most of the institute’s research is conducted. These are small, often
isolated communities of a few hundred people, often located on the tradi-
tional lands of the residents and run by Indigenous local councils. Their
residents typically speak Indigenous languages, have poor access to educa-
tion, and subsist, in the main, on government benefits.18
The institute seeks to incorporate the principles of self-determination into
its policy and practice. Indigenous involvement in research projects is highly
sought after through employment, steering groups, committees, and commu-
nity consultation. A few years after its inception, the institute’s leaders took
the initiative of establishing the first all-Indigenous ethics sub-committee
in Australia with veto rights over any research project concerning Indige-
nous people. All efforts are made to have Indigenous chief investigators on
projects, Indigenous speakers at seminars and conferences and Indigenous
authors on publications. These various organizational arrangements make
the institute a progressive space, a space where there are deliberate attempts
to invert colonial power relations. They are designed to respond to various
Indigenous critiques of health research in the hope that giving Indigenous
people more power and control will lead to more relevant health research
and better health outcomes.19 White anti-racists at the institute hope that
by following research guidelines and the principles of Indigenous self-
determination, they will help rather than hinder efforts at improving Indige-
nous health. They look forward to a future of genuine social justice where the
statistical gaps between Indigenous and non-indigenous health outcomes
will have been closed and Indigenous people will enjoy a level of health equal
with that of other Australians.
However, the institutional arrangements that are intended to bring about
Indigenous social justice produce a range of unintended effects on the per-
formance of white anti-racist identities. Those I studied exhibited a variety of
behaviours that are rarely discussed in the literature. For example, I have
explored elsewhere how white anti-racists minimize their agency. Whites detest
the idea of ‘imposing’ their own values on communities, preferring the idea of
‘facilitating’ action authored by Indigenous people themselves. To minimize
their imprint, white anti-racists at the institute may prepare presentations for
Indigenous colleagues without acknowledging their contribution, and even
edit themselves out of project videos. They also draw on a range of devices for
self-deprecation, such as the adage that all whites who work in Indigenous
communities are either ‘missionaries, mercenaries or misfits’. I argue that
these aspects of white anti-racist subjectivities reveal a desire to disappear,
and ultimately a desire to reverse the effects of colonization.20
The behaviours and experiences of suffering discussed here represent
another puzzling aspect of white anti-racist performances. Why should the
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performance of white anti-racism in progressive spaces require that suffering
is sought out and endured? And if white suffering in progressive spaces is
not used to justify Indigenous dispossession (as Curthoys argues in reference
to Australian nationalism) what other functions does it serve? This article
argues that applying the concept of stigma to white privilege is a novel and
productive approach to understanding this aspect of white anti-racist sub-
jectivities. White stigma acts as a barrier to the broader goal of constructing
ethical white subjectivities fit for the postcolony. Overcoming this barrier
necessitates a range of behaviours and beliefs which are otherwise difficult to
explain.
Whiteness as stigma21
The concept of stigma was developed most famously by sociologist Erving
Goffman in his book Stigma: Notes on the Management of Spoiled Identity
(1963). In ancient Greece, a stigma was a physical mark on a slave or criminal
to indicate their blemished status. Goffman argues that stigma in modernity
is a feature that indicates ‘an undesired differentness’ from the ‘normal’
category anticipated by the viewer. A stigma produces a decrease in the esti-
mation of the viewer, from an esteemed category of ‘normal’ to a lesser
category. Thus a stigma is ‘deeply discrediting’, exerting a negative transac-
tional effect on one’s social status. Goffman describes a number of strategies
for managing stigma, the most effective of which is to ‘pass’ for ‘normal’.
Another set of managing activities involves ‘in-group purification’, where
there is an attempt to remake the stigmatized identity by ridding it of its
undesirable attributes.22
The notion that whiteness can be a stigma requires justification. Proposing
such an idea would require taking the ‘normal’ category as Indigenous
people, who are usually stigmatized themselves.23 From the point of view of
Indigenous people, then, the presence of white skin leads the (Indigenous)
viewer to reclassify the person out of the ‘normal’ (Indigenous) category and
into the ‘white’ category. However, ‘white’ is a category not usually associated
with stigma. Rather than being seen as inferior or sub-human, whiteness is
more often related to privilege, education, and wealth. Within progressive and
radical discourses, however, whiteness is also associated with a host of
negative characteristics including exploitation, colonization and imperialism,
and general dominance over non-white people, an effect that I have called
‘negative Occidentalism’.24
Within the counter-politics of progressive spaces, whenever whiteness is
made explicit it is seen as something to be avoided, attenuated, and offset.
When white anti-racists are interpellated as white in these spaces this is
experienced as a stigma (whether or not the non-white viewer personally or
consciously regards whiteness in negative terms). The inherent dangerousness
of whiteness must then be managed by white anti-racists to minimize its
impact on their work. More broadly, white anti-racists must build an ethical
white subjectivity that transcends its stigmatized attributes if the imagined
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future of Indigenous social justice is ever to eventuate. Above all, such a
subjectivity would enable white subjects to act on Indigenous people without
endangering those they seek to help.
A potential objection to the idea of white stigma is that stigma can only be
experienced by a minority or subaltern group. Link and Phelan’s review of
stigma, for example, specifies that only a group with less power than the
dominant group can be stigmatized.25 However, Goffman himself does not
tie the concept to a power hierarchy. Instead, he argues that ‘the normal and
the stigmatised are not persons, but rather perspectives. These are generated
in social situations during mixed contacts by virtue of the unrealised norms
that are likely to play upon the encounter.’26 White stigma is therefore
possible in progressive spaces where the ‘unrealised norms’ associate white
privilege with negative attributes.
The discipline of whiteness studies itself functions in this sense as a
progressive space where negative Occidentalism operates. Within the norms
of whiteness studies (and parts of many other disciplines), white privilege
is viewed as the mechanism by which colonization continues to oppress
Indigenous people and minorities long after the colony has ended and formal
equality has been achieved. White anti-racists are considered to be in con-
stant danger of inflicting injury on non-white people, even (or particularly)
when they attempt to do the opposite. The problem of what white people
can ‘do’ about their whiteness is hotly contested. Can it be refused or even
abolished, or is it resistant to all efforts to evade and escape it? Unsurpris-
ingly, some whiteness studies scholars express deep ambivalence about
the existence of whiteness studies itself. The editors of an important collec-
tion in the late 1990s suggest that ‘maybe this should be the last book on
whiteness’.27 Within this discourse, whiteness operates as an undesirable
attribute requiring careful management.
Some whiteness studies scholars have considered the concept of white
stigma, but see it in very different terms from those I present. Within whiteness
studies ‘perceived white stigma’ is used to describe white people who wrongly
feel that their whiteness disadvantages them in the postcolonial, post-civil
rights, post-apartheid era.28 This faulty perception of white disadvantage
is seen as a symptom of an ‘emerging crisis of white identity’ provoked by
demographic shifts that mean whites will soon be a minority in the United
States.29 These whiteness studies scholars view white stigma as a figment of
paranoid and racist white imaginations, a defensive gesture on the part of
white people who see their unearned privileges beginning to erode as non-
white groups gain political power. Underlying this work is an assumption of
misrecognition. Whites, hungry to maintain their power at all costs, mistake
justice for persecution. This argument implies that if those who contest their
apparent stigmatization finally accept their enduring privilege, they will cease
feeling stigmatized and become white anti-racists who constantly attempt
to reduce their privilege and its detrimental effects on Indigenous people
and other non-whites. In other words, the (false) perception of external
stigmatization of white people will be exchanged for the self-stigmatization of
whiteness itself.
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Most white anti-racists at the institute resemble the kind of anti-racists
that whiteness studies appears to endorse. They readily acknowledge their
privilege, do not perceive their position as stigmatized, and only rarely and
reluctantly complain of unfair treatment on the basis of race. They share the
suspicion of whiteness studies scholars that well-meaning whites are likely
to do more harm than good, as illustrated by the use of ‘missionary’ in the
opening quote.30 Yet this would not inoculate them from criticism from some
who would interpret their experiences and behaviours as disguised efforts to
maintain their threatened privilege.
In contrast, the present study is not concerned with an evaluation of those
who might claim to be anti-racist and whether they ‘deserve’ that label. While
questioning the motives of white anti-racists is useful for some theoretical
endeavours, it does not provide insight into the politics of white anti-racism in
progressive spaces. Instead, this enquiry takes an anthropological perspective,
considering anti-racism to be a culture, discourse and identity.
Stigma and suffering
While the tragic suffering of Indigenous people is the reason that some
progressive white people move from their metropolitan homes to the towns
and communities of northern Australia, the suffering of white anti-racists
themselves is a common if unacknowledged feature of life in progressive
spaces. The first aspect of white anti-racist suffering I will explore is the
widespread and mundane belief that working in Indigenous health should be
difficult for white people. Newcomers to the institute are told by their peers
that research projects cannot proceed until trusting relationships are devel-
oped between community leaders and researchers, and this process can take
a long time. They are told that when planning visits to communities, they
should regularly phone to check that the proposed date is still convenient and
expect trips to be cancelled at the last minute due to ceremonies, funerals, or
competing events run by government departments or NGOs. When research
trips go ahead, the high levels of mobility in remote communities mean many
potential research participants will be absent, visiting family members or
attending funerals elsewhere. Family rivalries within communities may mean
that some families will avoid a research project that a competing family is
involved in.31 White anti-racists at the institute are alternately frustrated and
sanguine about these difficulties as they learn to anticipate and manage them,
seeing them as inherent to working with a disadvantaged minority group in
a postcolonial context.
Another important contributor to the difficulty of working in Indigenous
health is the rigorous ethical approval processes. There is general endorse-
ment at the institute of the high level of suspicion that human research ethics
committees show towards projects that are led by non-indigenous people
(which is the case for the vast majority of research projects). Indigenous-
specific ethical guidelines state that non-indigenous researchers must demon-
strate that their motivations for doing the research are pure, for instance
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by describing how they changed their plans in response to Indigenous
desires.32 These requirements are generally seen by white anti-racists as
necessary to protect Indigenous people. As one colleague at the institute
commented, ‘It’s certainly harder for us [white people] but that’s the way it
should be, it should be even more rigorous.’33 While this comment could invite
a reading based on masochism (see below), I propose that the implicit belief
underlying this comment is that difficulty for white anti-racists results in safety
for Indigenous people.
It is at this point that stigma offers interpretative opportunities. There are
two ways that white stigma can contribute to understanding suffering. The
first is suggested by the equation above linking white suffering to Indigenous
safety. The stigma of privilege means that white anti-racists are in perpetual
danger of oppressing Indigenous people, even as they actively try to do the
opposite. The experience of suffering provides temporary relief from this self-
imposed stigma. For if we are suffering, we take solace from the belief that we
cannot be simultaneously causing harm.
We can apply a similar analysis to Patricia’s frustration in the opening
account. Though she is clearly frustrated with the seeming inability of her
Indigenous colleagues to deliver, she focuses on the difficulties of her own
position. Any elaboration of her Indigenous colleagues’ shortcomings*why
all the training and support she has provided has led to nought*remains
unspoken. This may reflect more than mere politeness. If we read the episode
through the prism of stigma management, it makes sense that her own
suffering remains the focus. Although the project may have failed, at least the
stigma of privilege has been lessened. Her suffering promises that she has
remained true to the wishes of her Indigenous colleagues and has done no
harm.
Related to such frustration is the suffering of service. Becky Thompson’s
social history of white anti-racist activism in the United States includes
many examples of physical and mental suffering associated with being an
activist. As one of her interviewees comments, ‘I don’t know that we treat
ourselves very well’. Others discuss the financial strain of donating money to
many campaigns and supporting needy visitors, and the lack of resources in
underfunded universities and NGOs. Thompson comments that her inter-
viewees did not complain about these hardships. Rather, the theme of suffering
‘was the one most people balked at, tried to avoid, and said they didn’t
understand’. Thompson does not attempt to explain this suffering, although
two of her interviewees suggest ‘White guilt’ or the ‘Protestant ethic’ may be
to blame.34
Patricia also talks about the hardships of staying at the community where
she commonly works:
I go there and sleep on the floor at the women’s centre, I don’t have a proper
shower . . . . When I stay there the old chooks [term of endearment for old
women] come along too to keep me company, which is a big ask for them, to
leave their other responsibilities. But you’ve also got to feed them, and it’s hard to
cook for six people out of a billycan and no knife. The toilets at the women’s
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centre when I went there last were disgusting, there was poo on the walls. So I
went and bought them big mobs [large amounts] of cleaning materials out of my
travel allowance.35
Similar stories of poor accommodation abound in tales of research field trips,
along with complaints about the battered vehicles hired out at exorbitant
rates by the town council, the poor range of food available at remote
community stores, and the risk of being attacked by unrestrained dogs that
roam the community.36
The experience of shared suffering is prominent in the narrative above.
The ‘old chooks’ with whom Patricia has cultivated a strong relation-
ship are happy to put their own family responsibilities aside to stay with her
in the women’s centre to ensure her safety. And while she struggles to stay
clean and well fed as she goes about her community development work, she
knows that the poor conditions at the women’s centre are no worse and
probably better than the state of the locals’ overcrowded houses.
The story had the effect of invoking sympathy and admiration for her
suffering, and for the Indigenous people who bear these poor living con-
ditions as a permanent arrangement. It also contained a kernel of pleasure.
This pleasure derives partly from a relief from white stigma in the moment
of suffering. The white anti-racist who engages in cooking for six old ladies
with one pot or who cleans excrement off toilet walls clearly demonstrates
their harmlessness. The pleasure of the story also reflects the pleasure of the
affective tie evident between Patricia and the women, a phenomenon which
relates to the second explanatory model linking white stigma and white
suffering.
This second model of stigma and suffering concerns the tendency of white
anti-racists to crave acceptance and love from Indigenous people. The stigma
of whiteness is lessened where we feel that we are loved by the Aboriginal
people with whom we work*if they love us, we cannot be so bad. Just like
our suffering, their love attests to our innocuousness. The imperative to
counter white stigma takes white anti-racists beyond an orientalist desire
for the other37 into a realm where we desperately seek Indigenous accep-
tance. This need makes white anti-racists highly vulnerable to betrayal
by Indigenous people, and liable to endure instances of betrayal when they
occur.
The bare anthropological record of white people in the Australian
Indigenous domain offers few examples of this type of suffering. In
one, Patrick Sullivan describes how the young radical white employees of
an Aboriginal organization in the Kimberley were badly treated by their
bosses:
Whenever confrontation surfaced between the [government] administration
and Aboriginal groups these committed whites absorbed most of the aggression.
This was partly because Aborigines themselves were frequently exploitative,
being so concerned not to allow the capture of their organisations by whites that
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they tended to use and discard them, always sure that there were others to take
their place.38
The importance of white suffering in countering white stigma means these
Aboriginal leaders can be confident that more white anti-racists willing to
absorb Aboriginal aggression can always be found.
Geographer Rachel Slocum has argued that pain and humiliation are
central to anti-racist politics. She defines pain in this context as ‘feelings of
sorrow, sensations of blushing, tears and tightened throats’ that may be
internally generated or result from censure from other whites or non-whites.
Drawing on ethnography of anti-racism activism and training in the United
States, she describes how white anti-racists are subjected to ‘harsh words’
from other white anti-racist activists and from people of colour when
‘someone failed to understand the analysis [that is, failed to accept the
inherent oppressiveness of whiteness] or when they wanted to prove their
anti-racist credentials’. She describes a meeting of an anti-racist organization
where her explanation of her research and request to take notes produced
an angry reaction from one non-white participant. This led to a barrage of
criticism from many people and ultimately her ejection from the meeting and
the forced surrender of her notes. Later, another white participant in the
meeting told her that if she had cried, those at the meeting would not have
exiled her and labelled her as untrustworthy. Her ability to hide her suffering
(or alternatively her ability to not be hurt by their actions) suggested to others
that she did not sufficiently crave love from non-whites, and was therefore
insufficiently aware of her stigmatized status.39
Among colleagues at the institute, experiences of public betrayal did occur,
although it was uncommon. One described how she was publicly insulted by
a senior Indigenous man at a community meeting and left undefended by
any of her other Indigenous colleagues. ‘I honestly nearly fell off the chair’,
she recalls. ‘I’d worked with these people at the meeting for four years really,
really closely and not one of them spoke up for me . . . I was devastated. I was
betrayed, devastated, unloved, untrustworthy.’40 Elsewhere in the discussion
she rationalizes the abuse, recognizing that she was a convenient scapegoat
used to resolve a clan conflict without anyone from the community being
‘shamed’. For all that, her acceptance of this behaviour on ‘cultural’ grounds
does not negate her strong sense of betrayal and rejection.
The language she uses in recalling the episode suggests the importance
of white stigma in experiences of betrayal. She laments that she is not only
‘betrayed, devastated, unloved’ but also ‘untrustworthy’ (this last accusation
echoing the story that Slocum recounted above). This is a desire not just to be
loved (as one can be loved even when undeserving of it), but to be worthy of
being loved. A white anti-racist is marked by their privilege as untrustworthy
and unworthy of Indigenous love. The importance of this colleague’s efforts
to overcome white stigma, through loving and being loved by her Indigenous
colleagues, is revealed in the moment they are threatened. Rather than
arguing that their treatment of her was unfair, she rationalizes their behaviour
and focuses on her feelings of betrayal. To her, the experience reveals not the
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potential tyranny of progressive spaces, as Slocum argues, but the pervasive
nature of white stigma*she is unlovable, after all.
Enduring suffering
I have argued that white anti-racists’ experiences of suffering in progressive
spaces can be explained as techniques to manage white stigma. I proposed
that this effect can be accomplished through (at least) two mechanisms. The
stigma of white privilege threatens the possibility of white people helping
Indigenous people by equating all white action with Indigenous suffering.
When white anti-racists suffer, they are consoled by the belief that they
cannot simultaneously be causing harm. The second explanation linking suf-
fering to stigma that I offered related to love. As a result of the profound
insecurity induced by white stigma, white anti-racists crave love and accep-
tance from Indigenous people. This craving explains the willingness of white
anti-racists to endure, and resist blaming Indigenous people for, acts of
humiliation and betrayal.
An alternative explanation that does not draw on white stigma could
interpret these experiences of suffering as extreme forms of ‘tolerance’.
These displays of tolerating frustration, discomfort and betrayal would then
demonstrate the position of power from which white anti-racists can
choose to suffer, or not to suffer. Hage argues that tolerance is ‘a form of
symbolic violence in which a mode of domination is presented as a form
of egalitarianism’.41 He sees this as an example of Bourdieu’s ‘strategies of
condescension’, whereby those in a superior social position symbolically deny
the social distance between them and those below them by acting in a non-
stereotypical fashion (for example, expressing views in support of margin-
alized groups). The symbolic denial is simultaneously a recognition of the
social distance, according the denier both ‘the advantages of proximity and
the advantages of distance’.42
When someone makes the observation ‘he/she is tolerant’, the extended
phrase ‘he/she is tolerant for someone who has the power not to be’ is always
implied. A powerless person is never thought of as ‘tolerant’: the title is
reserved for those people who are in a position to tolerate, or not tolerate,
others. The ‘tolerant’ person therefore benefits both from being judged as
tolerant, and from the social power that makes this tolerance notable.
Toleration involves setting the limit between the tolerable and the intoler-
able, or what Hage calls an ‘empowered spatiality’, a fantasy of ownership of
the nation that decides where and when to tolerate outsiders. The futility of
the symbolic denial of social distance is a convenient way to have one’s cake
and eat it too*to be considered a ‘good’ white person and retain the
privileges of whiteness.43 This analysis is congruent with the dominant thread
of whiteness studies as explored above. By this logic, the attempts of white
people to be anti-racist are really conscious or unconscious efforts to reinstate
or protect their privilege.
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The material presented in this article presents a challenge to this inter-
pretation. For these whites, the social power that makes their tolerance
noticeable is the very thing they wish to erase. This desire for erasure goes
beyond Bourdieu’s symbolic denial. Through inhabiting progressive spaces,
they deliberately privilege Indigenous desires and meanings over their own in
an attempt at empowered disempowerment. For these whites, their attempts
at ‘tolerance’ greatly exceed what is required to deny social distance and
benefit from ‘strategies of condescension’. Their choice to move beyond
simple expressions of tolerance and focus their professional lives on helping
Indigenous people can mean that ‘the advantages of proximity’ are not so
advantageous (as they often involve suffering), while the stigma attached
to ‘the advantages of distance’ makes them difficult to enjoy. Although it is
possible to stretch arguments of extreme tolerance and the enhancement of
white privilege to fit this scenario, they are ultimately insufficient to explain
this set of white anti-racist behaviours and experiences. Why would white
anti-racists suffer if they can easily benefit from so much less?
Leaving aside the question of which argument best explains the empirical
reality of white anti-racists, the distinction between the two competing
analyses I have described here rests on a judgement about the desires of white
anti-racists. Do they really crave privilege, or do they genuinely reject it?
This dichotomy is appropriately troubled by psychoanalytic theories that
sees desire and repulsion, guilt and pleasure as enmeshed, with each inherent
to its apparent opposite. Kulick’s aforementioned analysis of masochism
in anthropology is useful here. The concept of masochism, or the desire to
experience pain, was developed by Freud in ‘A Child Is Being Beaten’
(1919).44 In this essay, Freud explains masochism through the fantasy that a
child is being beaten, a fantasy he claims is surprisingly common among his
patients. He suggests that this fantasy can be explained by repressed
incestuous love for the father. This repressed love is redirected into pleasure
at being beaten by the father. The pleasure derived from the fantasy of
watching a child being beaten draws on the fantasy-within-a-fantasy that the
child is in fact the self.
In Kulick’s anthropological (or for my purposes, anti-racist) version of this
story, unspeakable love for the ‘father’ is replaced with unspeakable love for
the trappings of middle-class Western society. As I have discussed above,
within the norms of anti-racism desiring the privileges of whiteness bestowed
by the legacy of colonialism is as socially unacceptable as incest, and must be
repressed. The examples of suffering I have discussed work to lessen (and
repress) the pain of bearing unwanted white privilege.
Further, this analysis brings together the two mechanisms of stigma
management I have discussed*a desire to be harmless and a desire to be
loved. An argument drawing on masochism would see the repressed and
stigmatized desire for Western society redirected into feeling pleasure from
proximity to the suffering of the oppressed. The anti-racist desires to be
close to the oppressed (who, analogous to the child, is being ‘beaten’ by the
dominant capitalist system) because they have rejected and repressed their
own desire for Western riches and displaced their guilt at having them.45
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Freud’s analysis would suggest that this proximity is pleasurable because of
the fantasy that it is the Westerner, rather than the subaltern, who is suffering.
This argument would predict that anti-racists would experience an ambiva-
lent pleasure from their own direct suffering as well as from witnessing
the suffering of oppressed others.46 Thus the suffering of white anti-racists is
both a source of pleasure and a remedy for the pain of oppressiveness.
I have shown how the stigma of privilege felt by white anti-racists induces
a range of techniques that act to manage this stigma and its effects. This
analysis does not in itself predict whether white stigma can be alleviated, or
whether it is inherent to white identities in progressive spaces. It is possible
that the stigma of privilege acts as a propulsive force, motivating those who
choose to devote their professional and personal lives to reducing Indigenous
disadvantage. Studies of international development workers suggest that this
may also apply to those engaged in development efforts around the globe.47
If that is the case, furthering our understanding of stigma management on
white anti-racists is imperative.
Acknowledgements
Thanks to Ghassan Hage for useful discussions, to Chris Healy and Liz Conor for comments
on an earlier version of the manuscript, and to anonymous reviewers and John Cash. The
author is supported by a National Health and Medical Research Council Postdoctoral
Fellowship No. 454813.
Notes
1 Fieldnotes 18/4/05 4:23. Names and other details have been changed to protect the identity of
participants. Research on which this article is based received ethical approval from the Northern
Territory Department of Health and Community Services Human Research Ethics Committee
(Reference 03/28).
2 Australian Institute of Health and Welfare and Australian Bureau of Statistics, The Health and Welfare
of Australia’s Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Peoples, Canberra: Australian Bureau of Statistics,
2008.
3 Fieldnotes 12/8/04 1:19.
4 Kim Humphery, ‘Dirty Questions: Indigenous Health and ‘‘Western Research’’’, Australian and New
Zealand Journal of Public Health 25(3), 2001, pp 197202. Linda Tuhiwai Smith, Decolonizing
Methodologies, Research and Indigenous Peoples, London: Zed Books, 1999.
5 John Henry, Terry Dunbar, Allan Arnott, Margaret Scrimgeour, Sally Matthews, Lorna Murakami-
Gold and Allison Chamberlain, ‘Indigenous Research Reform Agenda: Rethinking Research
Methodologies’, Darwin: Cooperative Research Centre for Aboriginal and Tropical Health, 2002.
6 Fieldnotes 18/4/05 4:2223.
7 For some important recent works see Hoon Song, Pigeon Trouble: Bestiary Biopolitics in a
Deindustrialized America, Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2010; Henrietta Moore,
The Subject of Anthropology: Gender, Symbolism and Psychoanalysis, Cambridge: Polity, 2007; Holly
High, ‘Melancholia and Anthropology’, American Ethnologist 38(2), 2011, pp 217233.
8 Don Kulick, ‘Theory in Furs: Masochist Anthropology’, Current Anthropology, 47(6), 2006, p 935.
9 Ann Curthoys, ‘Expulsion, Exodus and Exile in White Australian Historical Mythology’, Journal of
Australian Studies 61, 1999, pp 118.
10 Curthoys, ‘Expulsion, Exodus and Exile’, p 19.
EMMA KOWAL
18
D
ow
nl
oa
de
d 
by
 [E
mm
a K
ow
al]
 at
 19
:46
 19
 M
arc
h 2
01
2 
11 Andrew Lattas, ‘Aborigines and Contemporary Australian Nationalism: Primordiality and the Cultural
Politics of Otherness’, in Gillian Cowlishaw and Barry Morris (eds), Race Matters, Canberra:
Aboriginal Studies Press, 1997, pp 933952.
12 Elsewhere I explore this concept as ‘postcolonial spaces’. Emma Kowal, ‘The Politics of the Gap:
Indigenous Australians, Liberal Multiculturalism and the End of the Self-Determination Era’,
American Anthropologist 11(3), 2008, pp 338348.
13 Ghassan Hage, White Nation: Fantasies of White Supremacy in a Multicultural Society, Annandale,
NSW: Pluto Press, 1998.
14 On the performance of identity see Judith Butler, Gender Trouble: Feminism and the Subversion of
Identity, New York: Routledge, 1999.
15 Elizabeth Povinelli, The Cunning of Recognition: Indigenous Alterities and the Making of Australian
Multiculturalism, Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2002.
16 Charles Taylor and Amy Gutmann, ‘The Politics of Recognition’, in Multiculturalism: Examining the
Politics of Recognition, Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1994, pp 2574; Nancy Fraser,
‘Rethinking Recognition’, New Left Review 3, 2000, pp 107120; Bhikhu Parekh, Rethinking
Multiculturalism: Cultural Diversity and Political Theory, London: Macmillan, 2000; Tariq Modood,
Multiculturalism: A Civic Idea, Cambridge: Polity Press, 2007.
17 As I worked in the field of Indigenous health as a doctor and researcher before beginning the
ethnography (including work at the institute), and thus conducted the study as a ‘native ethnographer’,
I generally refer to research participants as ‘colleagues’ (see T Lea, Bureaucrats and Bleeding Hearts:
Indigenous Health in Northern Australia, Sydney: University of New South Wales Press, 2008). Similarly,
I use the collective pronoun ‘we’ because I identify in most contexts as white, middle-class and
politically progressive. Note that my use of the word white draws on whiteness studies. White is not a
‘natural’ category based on skin colour but, rather, is the structure through which white cultural
dominance is naturalized and, thus, reproduced and maintained. Calling my research participants
‘white’ does not intimate that they all had white skin or identified as white (although both of these
conditions apply to most of them). Rather, it implies that they willingly and unwillingly, knowingly and
unknowingly, participate in the racialized societal structure that positions them as ‘white’ and
accordingly grants them the privileges associated with the dominant Australian culture.
18 Remote communities are home to about 20 per cent of Australia’s 500,000 Indigenous people. The
80 per cent of Indigenous people who live in cities and regional towns are likely to speak English at
home, and have a higher level of education and employment, and are more likely to have and/or be the
product of relationships with non-indigenous people (Australian Institute of Health and Welfare and
Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2008).
19 See Humphery, ‘Dirty Questions’; Patricia Cochran, Catherine Marshall, Carmen Garcia-Downing,
Elizabeth Kendall, Doris Cook, Laurie McCubbin and Reva Mariah Gover, ‘Indigenous Ways of
Knowing: Implications for Participatory Research and Community’, American Journal of Public Health
98(1), 2008, pp 2227; Smith, Decolonizing Methodologies; National Health and Medical Research
Council (NHMRC), Values and Ethics: Guidelines for Conduct of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
Health Research, Canberra: NHMRC, 2003.
20 See Emma Kowal, ‘The Stigma of White Privilege: Australian Anti-Racists and Indigenous Improve-
ment’, Cultural Studies 25(3), 2011, pp 313333. For a recent critique of this tripartite phrase (which is
widely known in international development as well as Indigenous affairs), see RL Stirrat, ‘Missionaries,
Mercenaries and Misfits: Representations of Development Personnel’, Critique of Anthropology 28(4),
2008, pp 406425.
21 This section draws on parts of Kowal, ‘The Stigma of White Privilege’.
22 Erving Goffman, Stigma: Notes on the Management of Spoiled Identity, Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice
Hall, 1963, p 138. My use of stigma in this analysis was inspired by Dirk Moses’ work on the stigma of
contemporary German identity; see Dirk Moses, ‘Stigma and Sacrifice in the Federal Republic of
Germany’, History and Memory 19(2), 2007, pp 139180.
23 The Indigenous people that white anti-racists sympathize with are clearly stigmatized themselves in
Australian society. In relation to Indigenous stigma, white anti-racists play the role of sympathetic
‘normal’, what Goffman calls the ‘wise’. Although beyond the scope of this article, the set of behaviours
associated with being ‘wise’ to Indigenous stigma would intersect and interact with the behaviours that
are explained by white stigma (Goffman, Stigma, pp 3031).
24 Kowal, ‘The Politics of the Gap’. On Occidentalism, see James Carrier, ‘Introduction’, in James Carrier
(ed), Orientalism: Images of the West, Oxford: Clarendon, 1995. On negative associations with white
people, see Alistair Bonnett, White Identities: Historical and International Perspectives, Harlow: Prentice
Hall, 2000, p 128.
STIGMA AND SUFFERING
19
D
ow
nl
oa
de
d 
by
 [E
mm
a K
ow
al]
 at
 19
:46
 19
 M
arc
h 2
01
2 
25 Bruce Link and Jo Phelan, ‘Conceptualizing Stigma’, Annual Review of Sociology 27, 2001, pp 363385.
26 Goffman, Stigma, p 138.
27 Michelle Fine, Lois Weis, Linda Powell, L Mun Wong, Off White: Readings on Race, Power and Society,
New York: Routledge, 1997, p xii. For discussions of what ‘to do’ with whiteness, see for example Sara
Ahmed, ‘Declarations of Whiteness: The Non-Performativity of Anti-Racism’, Borderlands 3(2), 2004.
Aileen Moreton-Robinson, ‘The House that Jack Built: Britishness and White Possession’, Australian
Critical Race and Whiteness Studies Association Journal 1(2), 2005, pp 2129. Nado Aveling, ‘Being the
Descendant of Colonialists: White Identity in Context’, Race Ethnicity and Education 7(1), 2004, pp 57
71. Fiona Probyn, ‘Playing Chicken at the Intersection: The White Critic of Whiteness’, Borderlands
3(2), 2004. David Roediger, Towards the Abolition of Whiteness: Essays on Race, Politics, and Working
Class History, New York: Verso, 1994.
28 Charles Gallagher, ‘White Racial Formation: Into the Twenty-First Century’, in Richard Delgado and
Jean Stefancic (eds), Critical White Studies: Looking Behind the Mirror, Philadelphia: Temple
University Press, 1997, pp 611. Monica McDermott, Working Class White: The Making and
Unmaking of Race Relations, Berkeley: University of California Press, 2006. Karyn McKinney, ‘I
Feel Whiteness When I Hear People Blaming Whites: Whiteness as Cultural Victimization’, Race and
Society 6(1), 2003, 3955.
29 Michael Omi, ‘Racialization in the Post-Civil Rights Era’, in Avery Gordan and Christopher Newfield
(eds), Mapping Multiculturalism, Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1996, p 181. See also Eric
Kaufmann, The Rise and Fall of Anglo-America: The Decline of Dominant Ethnicity in the United States,
Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2005.
30 For a sustained discussion of the role of missionaries in white anti-racist subjectivities, see Kowal, ‘The
Stigma of White Privilege’.
31 Some of these examples were discussed in a photocopied document called ‘How to Work in Aboriginal
Communities’ that was distributed to new employees at the institute.
32 NHMRC, Values and Ethics. An Indigenous researcher involved in writing the guidelines gave this
example of how researchers could ‘demonstrate [their] personal integrity’ (NHMRC, Values and Ethics).
Fieldnotes 6/12/04 2:66.
33 Transcript 9:20.
34 Becky Thompson, A Promise and a Way of Life: White Antiracist Activism, Minneapolis: University of
Minnesota Press, 2001, pp 348, 354, 360.
35 Fieldnotes 18/4/05 4:2324.
36 The ultimate form of suffering is the threat of physical violence. While the high rates of violence in
remote communities are overwhelmingly incidents where Indigenous people are both victims and
perpetrators, occasionally white professionals are the victims of assault (including sexual assault). Few
institute researchers have been victims of violence but some have felt threatened by it.
37 Homi Bhabha, The Location of Culture, London: Routledge, 1994.
38 Patrick Sullivan, All Free Man Now: Culture, Community and Politics in the Kimberley Region, North-
Western Australia, Canberra: Aboriginal Studies Press, 1996, p 115. Other examples in the Australian
context include Thornburn’s observation that ‘in the delicate social architecture of such organisations,
outsiders can represent a vital stress point or shock absorber’ (p 18); Kathryn Thornburn, ‘Managing
Dilemmas in Indigenous Community-Based Organisations: Viewing a Spectrum of Ways through the
Prism of Accountability’, Ngiya: Talk the Law 1(2): 2007, pp 223; and Moizo’s observation that
‘blaming outsiders . . . was a strategy used by Junjuwa leaders to reaffirm Junjuwa’s cohesion as a group
whenever it had been challenged’ (p 231); Bernard Moizo, ‘All One Mob But Different: Groups,
Grouping and Identity in a Kimberley Aboriginal Village’, PhD thesis, Australian National University,
Canberra, 1991. O’Brien’s study of US white anti-racists is an example of scholarship that assumes that
willingness to suffer discomfort, pain and humiliation is the sign of a ‘good’ anti-racist; see Eileen
O’Brien, ‘The Political Is Personal: The Influence of White Supremacy in White Antiracists’ Personal
Relationships’, in Ashley Doane and Eduardo Bonilla-Silva (eds), White Out: The Continuing
Significance of Racism, New York: Routledge, 2003, pp 253267.
39 Rachel Slocum, ‘The Embodied Politics of Pain in US Anti-Racism’, ACME: An E Journal for Critical
Geographies 8(1), 2009, pp 19, 33.
40 Transcript 17:1718.
41 Hage, White Nation, p 87. Wendy Brown makes a related argument that tolerance is a practice of
domination; see Wendy Brown, Regulating Aversion: Tolerance in the Age of Identity and Empire,
Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2006.
42 Pierre Bourdieu, In Other Words: Essays Towards a Reflexive Sociology, Stanford, CA: Stanford
University Press, 1990, pp 127128.
EMMA KOWAL
20
D
ow
nl
oa
de
d 
by
 [E
mm
a K
ow
al]
 at
 19
:46
 19
 M
arc
h 2
01
2 
43 Hage, White Nation, pp 87, 89.
44 Dan Kulick, ‘Theory in Furs: Masochist Anthropology’, Current Anthropology 47(6), 2006, pp 933
952. Sigmund Freud, ‘A Child Is Being Beaten’ (1919), in On Psychopathology, Penguin Freud Library,
Vol 10, A Richards (ed), London: Penguin, 1993, pp 159194; see also Sigmund Freud, ‘The Economic
Problem of Masochism’, in The Standard Edition of the Complete Psychological Works of Sigmund
Freud, Vol XIX, J Strachey (ed), London: Hogarth Press, 1961.
45 ‘[A]nthropologists perceive the ‘‘beatings’’ that people around the world take (recall phase one of
Freud’s analysis: ‘‘My father is beating a child’’) but phantasmatically substitute themselves for the ones
being beaten (recall Freud’s phase two: ‘‘I am being beaten by my father’’), thereby both repressing
the desire they feel for capitalist recognition and rewards and deriving pleasure from the substitu-
tion because the punishment inflicted on those others (which is to say, in this fantasy, on the self) is
punishment that atones for the guilty desire.’ Kulick, ‘Theory in Furs’, p 942.
46 Kulick points to the labours of fieldwork and the suffering inflicted by anthropologists on their peers
through peer review as examples of anthropological suffering. The denigration of white people often
seen in whiteness studies scholarship could also be understood in this way. Kulick, ‘Theory in Furs’,
p 937.
47 For examples of studies of development workers that can also be analysed through the prism of white
stigma, see Barbara Heron, Desire for Development: Whiteness, Gender, and the Helping Imperative,
Waterloo, Ont.: Wilfrid Laurier University Press, 2007; Paulette Goudge, The Whiteness of Power:
Racism in ‘Third World’ Development and Aid, London: Lawrence & Wishart, 2003.
STIGMA AND SUFFERING
21
D
ow
nl
oa
de
d 
by
 [E
mm
a K
ow
al]
 at
 19
:46
 19
 M
arc
h 2
01
2 
